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We investigate drivers of consumer purchase decisions when shopping experience goods 
online, using the context of expertise literature in business topics. Based on 60,000 
books from Amazon.de, we test hypotheses on the effects of (1) “brand” characteristics 
(author’s background, reputation, experience, demographics), (2) product characteris-
tics (publisher, price, page count, reading excerpts, cover), and (3) social influence in 
terms of observational learning (OL), word-of-mouth (WOM), and expert opinions, on 
sales. The results demonstrate that online demand depends on a mix of these factors; 
yet, sales are largely determined by brand characteristics. In fact, the market’s percep-
tion of the author alters consumers’ price sensitivity and renders observable product 
characteristics insignificant; social influence amplifies this effect. These issues are un-
derexplored since studies often focus on WOM effects without considering brand and 
product characteristics, and the relative effects of social influence, on purchase deci-
sions. The paper shows how to target online demand more effectively. 
Keywords:  Online search behavior, business strategy, consumer decision-making 
Introduction 
The Internet has profoundly transformed the way consumers shop and the way they gather and exchange 
information on consumption experiences (Pan and Zhang 2011). Yet, the “intangible”, experiential nature 
of e-commerce causes shoppers to be uncertain if goods offered online will fit their needs and perform up 
to expectations (Weathers et al. 2007), particularly in experience goods contexts. To reduce purchase un-
certainties, consumers engage in search for information relevant to the purchase decision (Monga and 
Saini 2009). Depending on the amount and quality of information available, such search processes can 
turn out time-consuming and complex, thereby incurring considerable costs. 
E-retailers can significantly decrease shoppers’ search costs by offering tools that provide consumers with 
relevant information (Pauwels et al. 2011). Then, “long tail” theory – describing the e-retailing strategy of 
selling a large number of individual items with relatively small quantities sold of each, in addition to sell-
ing a limited number of popular items in large quantities – assumes that reducing consumers’ search 
costs is particularly effective for increasing demand for “niche” products (Anderson 2006; Kumar et al. 
2011): Niche products’ sales will profit disproportionately strongly from search cost reductions. Accord-
ingly, long tail scholars widely believe that expanding product assortments while decreasing search costs 
for consumers leads to an increasing heterogeneity in consumption patterns (e.g. Brynjolfsson et al. 2011). 
Consequently, a decline in consumer search costs will work towards evening out sales between popular 
and niche products, leading to a “flattening” of the sales distribution curve (Brynjolfsson et al. 2003, 
2011). Yet in contrast, “superstar” theory (Adler 1985) predicts that as consumers increasingly have access 
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to their favorite content wherever and whenever, consumers’ focus on hit products will increase, and con-
sumption patterns will become more, not less, uniform with search cost reductions (Elberse and Ober-
holzer-Gee 2006). Against this background, e-retailers are faced with two essential decisions: (1) what 
products to carry or feature, i.e. whether to focus on bestsellers vs. lower selling goods, and (2) how to 
design information provision to consumers in a way that best promotes their offerings (Weathers et al. 
2007). A better understanding of how such strategic choices impact consumer product evaluations and 
choices could help retail managers, including those who manage both electronic and brick-and-mortar 
channels, enhance product display and increase consumer confidence (Weathers et al. 2007). However, 
empirical evidence on the relative effectiveness of different information provision strategies for influenc-
ing consumer choices, and on their impact on sales prospects in the various parts of the sales distribution 
from bestsellers to low-selling goods, is still sparse. In this paper, we explore these questions.  
Based on innovative methodology and data for initially 60,000 books from Amazon.de, we study effects of 
three distinct social exchange-based communication strategies that are increasingly used by e-retailers to 
provide consumers with information on the online offering –in terms of enabling observational learning 
(OL), and presenting word-of-mouth (WOM) and expert opinions – on book sales. Specifically, we focus 
on the competing effects of these communication strategies and the relative influence of providing infor-
mation in terms of “brand” characteristics (author’s background, reputation, experience, demographics) 
and product characteristics (publisher, price, page count, excerpts, cover) on purchase decisions: Given 
that consumers do not strictly adhere to “herd behavior”, both the brand and the product’s characteristics 
should be of vital importance for decision-making.  
Our results demonstrate that brand, product, and social information largely vary in their effectiveness for 
influencing consumers’ purchase decisions when shopping experience goods online, overall as well as in 
the various parts of the sales distribution. In fact, the market’s perception of the brand alters consumers’ 
price sensitivity and renders observable product characteristics insignificant; social influence amplifies 
this effect. These issues are underexplored since many studies focus on WOM effects without considering 
brand and product characteristics, and researchers so far have encountered difficulty in disentangling the 
relative effects of social influence on purchase decisions.  
Our contributions are: As regards practical implications, retailers often fear that reducing search costs 
leads to intensified consumer search and in consequence, to increased competition (Lynch and Ariely 
2000). Yet, our results provide insights into integrating assortment and promotional strategies in terms of 
social influence in a way that takes advantage of changes in consumer search behavior. In particular, e-
retailers need to structure their information practices according to what works best in the different sec-
tions of the sales curve, as the empirical evidence establishes that the effectiveness of these practices dif-
fers greatly from popular to niche product sales. That is, the results help retailers select, combine and fo-
cus information practices, and show how to adapt such practices to the various parts of the sales distribu-
tion. Thereby, the paper shows how to target online demand for experience goods more effectively.  
As regards theoretical contributions, we study the relative impact of three increasingly applied infor-
mation strategies as well as underlying brand and product attributes, which have not been studied togeth-
er in previous research. Moreover, so far, little is known about effects of search cost reduction on sales 
prospects across the sales distribution. We also account for demand drivers that have been largely over-
looked (e.g. discussion forums, free trial, supply shortage). Interestingly, our results also indicate that ef-
fects of the variables studied are different from the predictions of both long tail and superstar theory.  
As regards methodological contributions, studies often measure consumer intentions or stated prefer-
ences (d’Astous et al. 2006; Leemans and Stokmans 1991, 1992; Piters and Stokmans 2000), but they 
cannot detect actual and stated behavior differences. We focus on economic measures (sales and sales 
ranks; see also, Chevalier and Goolsbee 2003a; Chevalier and Mayzlin 2006). Additionally, using uncon-
ditional quantile regressions (UQR) instead of traditional quantile regression (QR) reveals the impact of 
the explanatory variables on the unconditional (marginal) distribution of sales, and permits more robust 
conclusions on the variables’ effects (Firpo et al. 2009). Based on 60,000 books (and around 2million 
buying decisions for these books) from Germany’s biggest book retailer Amazon, we also provide the first 
long tail sales-ranks “conversion model” for a sizeable market outside the U.S.  
The next section presents the framework. Subsequently, we develop hypotheses. Next, we present the da-
ta, describe methods and model specifications, and then we report results. The last section concludes. 
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Theoretical Background 
The literature interprets consumers’ search for goods as a two-stage process – first, the discovery of prod-
ucts, second, an assessment of fit between the product’s characteristics and the consumer’s quality and 
functional requirements (Stiglitz 1989). Analyses of the economics of search behavior imply a cost-benefit 
framework: Consumers search more if the search costs are low and/or if the benefits of additional search 
are high (Senecal and Nantel 2004). E-retailers can reduce consumers’ search costs, resulting from their 
attempts to identify and evaluate products, by supporting search processes through various information 
provision practices.  
Obviously, providing brand characteristics and product characteristics is important for purchase deci-
sions. Here, Kamphuis (1991) argued early on that author names function analogous to brand names, rep-
resenting a powerful source of inference concerning product quality. Likewise, information on book char-
acteristics, e.g., publisher, price, length, cover, content, will matter for buying decisions (Brynjolfsson et 
al. 2003; Schmidt-Stölting et al. 2011).  
Presently, outcomes of consumer search processes are increasingly affected by changes in technology and 
consumer behavior (Chen et al. 2011). For example, another practice that can influence purchase deci-
sions for a particular product is to support consumers’ observational learning – the learning that occurs 
through observing the behavior of other people – by implementing product networks, where each product 
is connected by links to other product webpages (e.g. Anderson 2006; Oestreicher-Singer and Sundarara-
jan 2012). Following recommendation links, customers can locate similar products more easily (“Custom-
ers who bought this also bought…”), thus search costs are lower compared with unaided or even random 
search attempts. Apart from such product networks that help consumers locate products, social features 
like WOM and expert opinions in online communities and forums offered by online retailers can also help 
reduce quality uncertainty, and enable consumers to access others’ opinions and consumption experienc-
es. Likewise, recent empirical evidence draws attention to the significance of social exchange for driving 
demand in online markets (e.g., Brynjolfsson et al. 2011; Elberse and Oberholzer-Gee 2006).1  
In consequence, as predicted by Adler’s (1985) superstar theory, strong social influence may increase the 
appeal of fads and blockbusters. However, if people use social exchange to self-segregate into smaller 
groups, or to learn about and develop idiosyncratic tastes, providing online social features will result in 
increased balkanization and a favoring of niche products (Brynjolfsson et al. 2010). That is, according to 
long tail theory, reduced search cost will attract consumers particularly to buying niche products, as those 
are expected to match personal preferences better than mainstream products (Anderson 2006). 
A better understanding of the competing impacts of each type of information provision as well as their 
potential joint impact is essential for developing the firm’s strategy for effectively guiding consumers’ 
online search processes and purchase decision-making. Although consumer information processing and 
search outcomes have been a focus of marketing and consumer behavior research, effects of online brand 
and product information provision by retailers in combination with various online social influence-based 
communication practices yet have to be established. 
Hypotheses  
First Category: “Brand” Characteristics 
Author Background. Research has discussed source credibility as the central component in marketing 
goods to consumers. The dimensions of source credibility have been commonly identified to consist of 
“expertise” and “trustworthiness”; expertise refers to the extent to which a speaker is perceived to be ca-
pable of making correct assertions, and trustworthiness refers to the degree to which an audience per-
                                                             
1 While advances in technology create exciting new opportunities for firms to facilitate and manage consumer social 
interactions, they also impose new challenges because presenting information on brands, products and social influ-
ence effectively may eventually require different strategic choices. For example, an online seller can manage WOM 
effects by implementing policies on consumer-generated product reviews, but may want to manage observational 
learning effects via different policies concerning the presentation of firm-reported consumer actions, and also, the 
seller can choose to promote either WOM effects or observational learning exclusively or both simultaneously (Chen 
et al. 2011). 
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ceives the claims made to be ones that the speaker considers valid (Hovland et al. 1953; Pornpitakpan 
2004).2 In commercial settings, research has shown that sources scoring higher on credibility dimensions 
are more appealing to consumers than others scoring low (Albright and Levy 1995; Mowen and Brown 
1981; Pornpitakpan 2004). 
Accordingly, in the context of experience goods in terms of expertise books, consumers may prefer works 
by authors who possess some “documented” professional competence as regards the book’s topic, as ex-
pertise books are read for gaining well-founded knowledge in a particular field rather than for pure enter-
tainment. For example, when reading a book on accounting, readers may expect the author to have an 
academic or a practical background in accounting; other than for e.g., crime fiction books, where authors 
may not necessarily be expected to hold a particular degree (let alone, we may hope, practical experience). 
Rojan and Schroth (2001) found that consumers who buy science books are often well-educated, high in-
come earners, under 30, and searching for know-how; or students, who buy books by their professors. 
Similarly to experts in academia, authors that have succeeded in the industry may appear more knowl-
edgeable than other writers. Besides, consumers may expect individuals in public politics, entrusted with 
advancing the nation’s spiritual and economic well-being, to hold competency in business topics. In sum, 
the author’s field of professional activity should serve as a quality indicator for such online buying deci-
sions. Often, consumers can gather information on the author’s background from the book’s flap text. 
H1. Sales volume increases when the author has a background  
a) as a management professional in academia, 
b) as a management professional in the industry, or 
c) as a professional in public politics.  
Reputation. Kamphuis (1991) and Levin et al. (1997) described the functionality and effects of author 
names in consumers’ perceptions as “brand” names. Brand names are recognized as a powerful source of 
inference concerning product quality and often have a significant impact on perceived quality (Dodds et 
al. 1991; Keller 2003; Teas and Agarwal 2000). When needing cues to assess product quality, consumers 
search for brand information more than for any other type of information (Dawar and Parker 1996; Ma-
zurski and Jacoby 1985). Consequently, famous author names have proven to show a strongly positive 
impact on books’ success (Clement et al. 2007; d’Astous et al. 2006; Janssen and Leemans 1988; Kam-
phuis 1991; Liebenstein 2005). Yet, reputation is hard to judge as authors may be well known in one field 
of expertise, but unknown in another. d’Astous et al. (2006) argued that positive effects of reputation par-
ticularly hold for books with a technical content. They explain this result by the presumably higher risk 
associated with technical books – consumers think it possible to find a very good novel written by an un-
known author, but they believe that good expertise books are written by experts. In addition, management 
books have been perceived as being more expensive than novels and as requiring a greater time invest-
ment, therefore carrying an even higher risk (d’Astous et al. 2006). Risk theory suggests that in high-risk 
contexts, consumers engage in more extensive search and detailed information processing before buying 
the product (Hansen 1976; Mitchell and McGoldrick 1996; Schmidt-Stölting et al. 2011). We therefore 
expect that author reputation has a positive effect on readers’ interest in expertise books. 
H2. Sales volume increases with author reputation. 
Experience. Apart from author reputation, consumers’ past experience with an author can be important in 
the book selection process (d’Astous et al. 2006; Kamphuis 1991; Leemans and Stokmans 1992). The ex-
perience argument runs both ways – the more books an author has published, the more consumers may 
have noticed and read one of these books. But also, the more books, the more experience the author has 
gathered in professional writing, which can add to book quality. Authors that have published successfully 
can also charge higher royalties for future releases, talks, or consulting work (Anderson 2006), and their 
increased budgetary flexibility may promote producing high-quality content. 
H3. Sales volume increases with past experience with the author. 
Cultural Background. Demographic factors have rarely been studied in research on literature success. Kö-
the (2001) argued that management literature in Germany is largely influenced by the U.S., as consumers 
                                                             
2 Berlo et al. (1969) propose competence, trustworthiness, and dynamism as dimensions of source credibility. White-
head (1968) suggests trustworthiness, competence, dynamism, and objectivity, while McCroskey (1966) reports au-
thoritativeness and character. 
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perceive the U.S. as the major global economic force and thus, their books as most relevant sources of 
business expertise. U.S. releases are definitely of big interest to German publishing companies; many em-
ploy “scouts” that search the U.S. book market for new releases that are suitable to translate und release 
in the German market (Köthe 2001). Yet, consumers may prefer domestic brands (Craig et al. 2005; Lee 
and Bae 2004; Marvasti and Canterbery 2005), which would favor German authors. 
H4. Sales volume increases when the author is a) of American origin, or b) of German origin. 
Sex. Liebenstein (2005) observed that the vast majority of yearly bestseller books since 1962 had been 
written by male authors, including twelve years in which this was true for all the yearly Top10 sellers. Alt-
hough recently, female authors made it to the lists as well, male authors still dominated the ranks, and an 
even share was not to be expected soon. The effect may hold for management books, supported by the 
predominance of males in tenured academia and in the more prestigious positions in the industry.  
H5. Sales volume increases when the author is male. 
Age. Over time, authors may refine writing skills and develop a more evolved, professional style of topic 
presentation. Besides, senior writers may appear more life-experienced, thus more legitimate sources of 
know-how and expertise. However, consumers may fear that aged authors lose touch with cutting-edge 
knowledge, so that the positive effect of age may turn negative after a threshold. 
H6. There is an inverse U-shaped relationship between sales volume and the author’s age. 
Second Category: Product Characteristics 
Publisher. Distributor reputation can also impacts consumers’ perceptions of product quality (Bearden 
and Shimp 1982; Dodds et al. 1991; Render and O’Connor 1976; Wheatly and Chiu 1977). d’Astous et al. 
(2006) found the reputation of the publisher being highly relevant in case of technical books, and when 
the author was unknown. Then, particularly for management books, a well-known publisher may serve as 
a powerful quality indicator useful to decreasing consumer uncertainty. 
Price. Clement et al. (2007) reported negative price elasticities for the German market, Van der Ploeg 
(2004) revealed positive results. The German government imposes price controls on new releases, intend-
ed to promote the status of books as “objects of cultural value” (Buchpreisbindungsgesetz §1).  The price 
control is in effect for 18 months after release (Buchpreisbindungsgesetz §§2, 4, 8). Promotions and dis-
counts are illegal under price control. Amazon.de was enjoined from welcoming new customers with cou-
pons as those could be used to get discounts on otherwise price-controlled titles (managermagazin 2004). 
Thus, prices have limited strategic value for retailers. However, prices are still important to consumers – 
even though different retailers will not charge different prices for releases, still prices vary across individ-
ual products. Although one may expect that high prices negatively affect sales for experience goods as well 
(Chevalier and Mayzlin 2006; Ghose et al. 2006; Hjorth-Andersen 2000), for expertise books, a high 
price could be understood as an indicator of the extent of valuable knowledge conveyed: “Quality has its 
price”. Then, consumers may anticipate their investment pays off in the future. 
Page Count. Clement et al. (2006) documented that sales increase with page count. Yet, they did not study 
whether there was an upper limit to the argument. Consumers may expect a specialized book to exceed a 
minimum length so that it contains sufficient detail. However, they may not want to get lost in “endless” 
discussion, but to be familiarized with the relevant issues in a straightforward way.  
Reading Excerpt. One strategy to reduce customer uncertainty when buying experience goods is to offer a 
free trial. Online book retailers can provide reading excerpts which help assess book quality. Amazon.de 
started providing excerpts (“Search Inside!”) in 2005. The situation is similar to a movie producer who 
uses a trailer to provide consumers with information on the central elements of the film, thereby offering 
an incentive to “come back for more”. Kruse (2004) noted that 20 percent of consumers thought reading 
excerpts was “highly important” for buying decisions, and “important” for another 30 percent. In fact, 
Amazon revealed that books offering excerpts sold 7 percent higher than books that did not (Spiegel 
2005). Particularly for expertise goods, such excerpts could enhance sales. 
Cover Appeal. Stokes (1985) showed that a product’s packaging has a significant impact on perceived 
quality, especially when consumers are not familiar with the brand (d’Astous et al. 2006; Piters and 
Stokmans 2000; Simonin and Ruth 1998). A book’s cover is analogous to any other product’s package; it 
delivers direct (e.g., title, drawings, pictures) as well as indirect (e.g., colors, material) information about 
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the product. Sometimes, covers directly reflect content (e.g., people interlacing for a romance novel), at 
other times, they may be more or less relevant allusions (e.g., a dollar sign on the cover of a stock market 
book; d’Astous et al. 2006). Then, offering cover information online should have a positive impact on 
readers’ perceived ability to form some impression of the book (Leemans and Stokmans 1992; 1991).  
H7. Sales volume  
a) increases when the publisher is well established. 
b) is not decreased by high price. 
c) shows an inverse U-shaped relationship to book length. 
d) increases when there is a reading excerpt provided. 
e) increases when there is a cover image provided. 
Third Category: Social Influence 
Observational Learning (OL). Recommendation systems provided by e-retailers can guide consumers’ 
search for attractive goods. For each book, Amazon.de offers an initial list of up to six recommendations 
for books on a related topic, based on other customers’ buying decisions (“Customers who bought this 
item also bought…”). Books that receive such automatically generated recommendations may sell better 
due to their higher visibility. Recommendations also provide additional information on content and quali-
ty for all the books involved, because they inform consumers what buying alternatives others have per-
ceived as serving similar needs.  
Word-of Mouth (WOM). Moreover, in physical retailing, buying decisions are often made based on rec-
ommendations of sales personnel, product-of-the-month labels, or critics’ reviews (d’Astous et al. 2006). 
Consumers can also base evaluations of product fit and quality on social influence in terms of other con-
sumers’ reviews, that is, on word-of-mouth information (WOM) (Davis and Khazanchi 2008; Dellarocas 
et al. 2004). WOM creates customer awareness and can be a central source of information about experi-
ence goods (Li and Hitt 2004; Senecal and Nantel 2004). At Amazon.de, registered customers can provide 
online ratings for products they have purchased, on a scale from one to five “stars” (very bad – very good), 
and they can also attach a review to the rating. Then, consumers can use the overall number of reviews a 
book has received as an indicator for book relevance and popularity, and they may encounter more de-
tailed information when there are many reviews than few. Whereas Chevalier and Mayzlin (2006) estab-
lished that five-star reviews increase, one-star reviews decrease sales, Sorensen and Rasmussen (2004) 
found that even negative reviews can have a positive effect on sales – “all publicity is good publicity”.  
Expert Opinions. However, for consumers, assessing the quality of product reviews can be just as hard as 
assessing product quality (Sen and Lermann 2007). As registration at Amazon is possible using nick-
names, producers or distributors can even give favorable ratings to their own products to help them gain a 
competitive advantage (Mayzlin 2006). This problem became pretty obvious when technical difficulties 
revealed the identities of thousands of reviewers at Amazon.ca in 2004, indicating that authors had fre-
quently given five-star ratings to their own books and conspicuously low ratings to competing works 
(Harmon 2004). Against this background, opinion leaders, in particular, top-rated reviewers who have a 
long and documented history of reviewing, may appear most trustworthy to consumers. Besides, consum-
ers are constantly at risk of buying the “wrong” products. Consequently, they may prefer to choose from a 
top-reviewer’s potentially more knowledgeable “pre-selection”, i.e. prefer buying books which top review-
ers have found worth reading, too. Similarly, consumers may choose products for which the level of dis-
cussion among other consumers at Amazon.de is high, indicating that many others have considered a par-
ticular product worth buying as well. Also, replicating others’ choices decreases the individual risk to miss 
out on potentially relevant expertise that others have gathered already. 
H8. Sales volume increases 
a) when a product receives many recommendations.  
b) when there is a large number of reviews. 
c) is greater when there is a large fraction of positive reviews. 
d) is greater when the product is reviewed by a top reviewer. 
e) is greater when there is much discussion about the product. 
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Sample, Variables, and Methods 
Sample 
Our data is mainly collected from the German website of Amazon, www.Amazon.de. In Germany, Amazon 
is the largest book retailer in terms of sales compared with bol.de, buch.de or buecher.de (Riehm et al. 
2001). To generate the sample, we follow previous literature (Chevalier and Mayzlin 2006). Using Perl-
based scripts, we collect data on 60.000 books from the Amazon.de website.  
We used Amazon’s bestseller lists (each book category has its own list) as a starting point and collected 
9,600 titles from these lists in all the main book categories. We added a random sample of 10,000 books 
from the German “Books in Print” directory (www.vlb.de). As usual, a large proportion of sales are con-
centrated on a small proportion of books, and the procedure ensured niche titles were included in the 
sample (Greco 1997). Then, we added all those books that were automatically recommended for all the 
19,600 books, yielding the overall sample size (60,000 books; about 2 million positive buying decisions 
for these books).  
We considered only German-language books from Amazon.de. We collected data on ISBN (serial num-
ber), author, publisher, price, page count, format, release date, stock, availability of reading excerpt and 
cover, recommendations, number of reviews and distribution of reviews across the five-point scale, top-
reviewer activity and discussion forums for each of the books in our sample.  
Following previous studies on the German book market (Schmidt-Stölting et al. 2011), we used bol.de, 
buch.de, buchreport.de, vlb.de, and authors’ homepages if information on a book was incomplete. Finally, 
we collected the Amazon sales ranks of each book. Amazon.de (2009) explains that for books in the top 
10,000 ranks, the rankings are updated hourly based on the sales activity of the last 24 hours; for books 
ranked 10,001-100,000, ranks are updated once per day; for books ranked higher than 100,000, ranks are 
updated once a month. According to Amazon.de, books that were not purchased at least once in the past 
month are not ranked (Chevalier and Goolsbee 2003a; Chevalier and Mayzlin 2006).  
We collected dependent and independent variable data for each of our books twice a week over a four-
week period from mid-February to mid-March 2008 and computed an average sales ranking for each title 
based on these eight observations. According to the literature, this procedure should allow an adequate 
approximation of true sales ranking (Chevalier and Mayzlin 2006; Rosenthal 2008). To avoid endogeneity 
issues in the analyses, only independent variable data collected at the first point in time was used. We ex-
cluded all those books which failed to provide eight rank observations in the data collection period. 
Within the remaining 32,451 books, our final sample of 1435 management science books is drawn from 
the two main categories of “Business and Career” and “Specialized Books: Economics and Management” 
released within the last four years prior to data collection (Schmidt-Stölting et al. 2011; see Figure 1).  
Variables 
Table 1 presents the variables’ statistics and correlations as well as brief variable descriptions. We control 
for release dates (Beck 2006; Ghose et al. 2006; Rojan and Schroth 2001), book format (Schmidt-Stölting 
et al. 2011), and “panic buys”, assuming a supply shortage of a particular book announced by Amazon 
(e.g., “Only 5 left in stock, order soon”) could tempt consumers to buy that book as it seems to become 
scarce.  
Methods 
Prior literature used sales rankings as an adequate proxy when actual sales data was unavailable 
(Brynjolfsson et al. 2003; Chevalier and Goolsbee 2003a; Rosenthal 2008; Schnapp and Alwine 2001). 
Some studies used rankings from bestseller lists instead (Sorensen 2007); however, this approach might 
lead to biased results because these studies focus only on successful books (Schmidt-Stölting et al. 2011).  
Brynjolfsson et al. (2003) and Chevalier and Goolsbee (2003a) established that the relationship between 
sales ranks and sales at Amazon.com is approximately log-linear: ln[salesi] = β0 + β1*ln[ranki]. Schnapp 
and Allwine (2001) used proprietary data from a single publisher and related that publisher’s online sales
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Table 1. Variables and Correlations
Variable (1) (2) (3)  (4) (5)  (6) (7) (8) (9) (10) (11)  (12) (13) (14) (15) (16)  (17) (18) (19) (20) (21) (22)
(1) Sales ranks into ln(sales)       
        
  
         
Significance levels (two-tailed): *** p < 0.001;  
** p < 0.01; * p < 0.05; † p < 0.1 (2) Background: Academia  
1 – yes, 0 – no 
0.320***     
       
  
        
(3) Background: Industry  
 1 – yes, 0 – no 
-0.154*** -0.16***                    
(4) Background: Politics  
1 – yes, 0 – no 
0.247*** 0.19*** -0.03                   
(5) Reputation  
Score of bestseller placements 
(past 2 years) as the sum of recip-
rocal values of placements (1st 
rank  50 points; 50th rank  1 
point), divided by 10 (Schmidt-
Stölting et al. 2011) 
0.161*** 0.16*** -0.10*** 0.10***                  
(6) Experience   
Number of previously published 
management expertise books 
0.088*** 0.08** -0.14*** 0.04 0.51***                 
(7) Origin: U.S.  
1 – U.S. , 0 – otherwise 
0.080** 0.03 -0.03 0.01 0.33*** 0.25***                
(8) Origin: Germany  
1 – German, 0 – otherwise 
0.009 0.05 -0.07* 0.03 -0.25*** -0.15*** -0.54***               
(9) Sex  
1 – male, 0 – female 
0.024 0.08** 0.00 -0.04 0.09*** 0.10*** 0.07* 0.00              
(10) Age measured in years 0.094* 0.12** -0.15*** 0.03 0.37*** 0.34*** 0.26*** -0.15*** 0.15 ***             
(11) Book Publisher  
1 – publisher is one of the Top50 
publishers by Buchreport (2008), 
 0 – otherwise 
0.103*** 0.06* -0.09** 0.01 0.03 0.04 0.06* -0.01 0.02 0.09*            
(12) Book Price in Euros -0.046† 0.07* 0.10*** 0.03 -0.03 -0.02 -0.02 -0.00 0.09 ** -0.05 -0.06*           
(13) Book Length in pages 0.075** 0.14*** -0.08** 0.01 0.15*** 0.08** 0.03 0.00 0.16 *** 0.20*** -0.03 0.47***          
(14) Reading Excerpt  
1 – yes, 0 – no 
0.139*** -0.01 -0.01 0.02 -0.05† -0.03 -0.04 0.04 -0.00 -0.05 0.14*** 0.04 -0.02         
(15) Book Cover 1 – yes, 0 – no 0.041 0.00 -0.11*** 0.01 0.07* 0.03 0.02 -0.04 -0.03 -0.04 0.05† 0.02 0.03 0.06 *        
(16) Recommendations  
Sales of all other books that 
recommend a book at Amazon.de 
0.498*** 0.19*** -0.10*** 0,10*** 0.08** 0.10*** 0.05* 0.02 -0.02 0.06 0.05† -0.03 0.02 0.04 0.03       
(17) Reviews  
Number of reviews  
0.518*** 0.152*** -0.12*** 0.13*** 0.11*** 0.07* 0.08** -0.02 0.03 0.04 0.04 -0.04 0.13*** 0.10 *** 0.04 0.25***      
(18) Fraction of 5* Fraction of 5-
star reviews of all reviews 
0.087** -0.03 0.01 0.00 -0.12*** -0.07* -0.07* 0.05 -0.04 -0.15*** -0.01 0.07* 0.01 0.06 † 0.06† 0.00 0.03     
(19) Top-Reviewer  
Reviewed by a Top-500-Reviewer: 
1 – yes, 0 – no 
0.197*** 0.05† -0.09** 0.03 0.13*** 0.09** 0.09** -0.00 0.06 * 0.11** 0.06* -0.01 0.09** 0.10 *** 0.06* 0.12*** 0.36*** 0.00    
(20) Discussion Number of discus-
sion forums for a book 
0.266*** 0.07* -0.03 0.03 -0.03 -0.01 0.03 0.01 -0.00 -0.05 0.04 -0.01 0.01 0.07 * 0.01 0.05† 0.14*** 0.02 0.04   
(21) Release weeks since release -0.108*** -0.02 0.05† -0.01 0.08** 0.03 0.03 -0.02 0.01 0.15*** -0.05† -0.04 -0.04 0.13 *** -0.18*** -0.05† 0.06* -0.04 -0.08** -0.04  
(22) Format  1 – paperback, 0 – 
hardcover 
0.013 0.04 0.01 0.02 -0.07* 0.01 -0.05* 0.08** -0.11 *** -0.02 0.01 -0.36*** -0.32*** -0.11 *** -0.06* 0.03 -0.11*** -0.02 -0.12*** 0.02 0.02 
(23) Supply Shortage  
1 – announcement of low stock, 0 
– otherwise 
0.076** 0.05† 0.03 -0.01 -0.01 -0.02 -0.03 0.05† 0.03 -0.04 0.07** 0.04 0.04 0.03 -0.01 0.08** 0.001 0.02 -0.02 0.04 0.00 -0.00
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Figure 1. Subcategories of Management Literature 
 
at Amazon.com in May 2001 to sales ranks for a subsample of titles. They found the following linkage: 
ln[salesi] = 9.61 – 0.78*ln[ranki]. Chevalier and Mayzlin (2006) continued using these estimates, scaled 
up by 24 percent (the growth in Amazon.com’s North American sales for the period that had passed since 
Schnapp and Allwine’s (2001) data collection). Using the same log-linear conversion approach and pro-
prietary sales data from a publisher, Brynjolfsson et al. (2003) estimate the relationship between sales 
and sales ranks for Amazon.com as β0 = 10.526 and β1 = –0.871. Although Germany is one of the largest 
book markets in the world, the U.S.-based estimates would overestimate German sales. The U.S. market 
considerably exceeds the German one (total sales in 2007: €9.5 billion in Germany, €5.2 billion in China, 
€17.6 billion in the U.S.; Buchreport 2009). Therefore, we estimated a conversion model for the German 
market. Based on the literature, we proceeded as follows: Amazon.de provides information on stock 
shortage if books have five copies left or less. This information is updated several times a day. Based on 
our initial sample of 60,000 books, we extracted all the books for which a shortage notice was displayed at 
Amazon.de (14,000 titles). Then, we documented stock variations (6,000 cases) and corresponding sales 
rank variations five times a day for a seven-day period. We excluded all titles which had positive varia-
tions in stock and decreasing ranks and all those which had less than one copy left at the end of day seven 
to ensure that the variation in sales ranks was related to variations in stock (Amazon.de does not stop sell-
ing products which are out of stock). We also excluded all titles with increasing ranks (i.e. no sale) and 
positive variations in stock (i.e. replenishment). Our final sample for estimating the sales function con-
tained 540 books. Based on this sample, we estimated β0 = 8.114 and β1= –0.656 for the German market. 
The model was highly significant (p < 0.001). Anecdotal evidence suggests that the estimates are close to 
“real” figures: For the book “Wetlands” (the No.1 seller in the sample), Welt-Online (2008) reported 3,100 
units sold per week by Amazon.de in our data collection period; our model predicts 3,341 sold copies.  
While the majority of regression models analyze the conditional mean of a dependent variable, there is an 
increasing interest in methods of modeling other aspects of the conditional distribution. To analyze effects 
of the independent variables on sales in more detail, we use both ordinary least squares (OLS) regressions 
(controlling for absence of multicollinearity using Variance Inflation Factors, which all remain below the 
value of 3.5, heteroscedasticity with Ramsey Tests, and the distribution of disturbance terms with Kolmo-
gorov-Smirnov Tests) and quantile regression (QR). QR estimates a specified conditional quantile of the 
response variable as a linear function of the covariates, and permits a more complete description of the 
conditional distribution than conditional mean analysis alone. QR allows describing how the median, or 
perhaps the 10th or 95th percentile of the response variable, are affected by regressor (Koenker and Bas-
sett 1978; Koenker and Hallock 2001). As the QR approach does not require strong distributional assump-
tions, it offers a distributionally robust method of modeling these relationships (Koenker and Bassett 
1978; Koenker and Machado 1999). Here, the Koenker and Bassett (1982) test for the equality of the slope 
coefficients across quantiles shows a Wald-test Chi^2-statistic value that is statistically significant at con-
ventional levels (p < 0.001). Coefficients differ across quantile values, and the conditional quantiles are 
not identical. We use Huber Sandwich calculations, valid under independent but non-identical sampling, 
Purchase Decisions in E-Commerce  
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and obtain the individual scalar sparsity estimates using kernel residuals. In addition, we use bootstrap 
resampling to calculate the covariance matrix (Buchinsky 1995; Jones 1992). Huber Sandwich and boot-
strap techniques produce concurring results. QR and OLS results correspond, indicating result reliability. 
Results 
OLS Regression Results 
Tables 2 to 4 display the coefficient estimates of the OLS regressions. Table 5 shows estimates for the QR 
Models. First, Model 1 presents effects of social influence on buying decisions in online retailing – sepa-
rately (Model 1a), together with product characteristics (Model 1b), and in combination with brand char-
acteristics (Model 1c). Subsequently, we show the joint effects of both brand and product characteristics 
as well as social features on sales (Model 1d). Afterwards, we examine interaction effects of author profes-
sions with price and with social features in order to tease out additional insights for how these centrally 
significant variables affect online demand (Models 2a to 2f).  
First Category: Brand Characteristics 
A number of our hypotheses are supported. With respect to brand characteristics, online demand for ex-
pertise depends on authors’ professional backgrounds (H1). Books by faculty members and politicians are 
more successful than those by professional writers. However, the effect is reversed for industry experts – 
demand is lower if authors are industry professionals. In addition, consumers prefer books by famous au-
thors, who had at least one bestseller in the past (H2). Contrary to our hypothesis, consumers do not value 
authors more who have gathered experience by having published lots of expertise books before (H3). Pos-
sibly, such authors work for their enjoyment rather than for returns or “have” to continue publishing as 
the “big hit” has not been realized yet. As regards demographic characteristics, consumers prefer books by 
American authors (H4a), which partly supports the suggestion that audiences prefer some cultures’ busi-
ness orientations over others. Yet, German authors (H4b) are not generally preferred. Although the coeffi-
cient’s sign does not point to the contrary, we cannot establish that male authors are more successful than 
females, either (H5). Yet, in line with H6, consumers value senior experts more, and there is a threshold 
to this linkage, after which high age is negatively associated with book sales.  
Second Category: Product Characteristics 
The effect of product characteristics’ on online purchase decisions is much smaller than the effect of brand 
characteristics, as documented by the product variables’ explanatory value for sales performance (com-
pared with the null model, the Adj. R2 increases by 3.5 percent for product variables, but by 15.5 percent 
for brand characteristics). Also, the standardized coefficients for authors’ backgrounds generally outper-
form those for any product characteristic. Readers’ interest in a book is slightly greater when the publish-
er is well established (H7a), may show an inverse U-shaped relationship to book length (H7c) although 
the relationship is weak, and is greater when there is a reading excerpt provided than when there is not 
(H7d). Interestingly, contrary to our hypothesis (H7b), readers’ interest is decreased by high price. How-
ever, brand characteristics can mitigate this issue, depending on authors’ professional backgrounds. We 
do not find support for effects of providing product information by offering a cover image (H7e).  
Third Category: Social Influence 
Social influence takes substantial significance. Sales volume is much higher when a book receives many 
recommendations (H8a), when there are a large number of reviews (H8b), when there is a large fraction 
of five-star reviews (H8c) and when there is much discussion about the product (H8e). Other than ex-
pected, whether the product is reviewed by an expert does not affect sales for the entire sample (H8d).3 
                                                             
3 As regards the controls, the more time has passed since release, the lower are sales. The format does not have a sig-
nificant impact, although correlations hint at a preference for paperbacks rather than hard covers. Amazingly, prod-
ucts that are about to go out of stock sell particularly well, so there must be some “last minute panic” involved in buy-
ing decisions when consumers are informed that a product is getting scarce; they seem to fear missing out on finding 
the expertise needed until the product is back in stock.  
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Model 1a Model 1b Model 1c Model 1d 
Coefficient 
(Std. Error) 
Std. Coeff. Coefficient 
(Std. Error) 
Std. Coeff. Coefficient 
(Std. Error) 













































































































































































































































































































































































































F  45.870***  92.792***  84.408***  66.977*** 
R2  0.459  0.468  0.512  0.520 
Adj. R2   0.456  0.463  0.506  0.512 
Significance levels (two-tailed): *** if p < 0.001; ** if p < 0.01; * if p < 0.05; † p < 0.1.    
Table 2. Results for Models 1a to 1d 
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Model 2a Model 2b Model 2c Model 2d 
Coefficient 
(Std. Error) 
Std. Coeff. Coefficient 
(Std. Error) 
Std. Coeff. Coefficient 
(Std. Error) 
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Background: Academia  x  
Fraction of 5* 







Background: Industry  x  
Fraction of 5* 







Background: Politics  x  
Fraction of 5* 















































































F  37.903***  81.870***  93.980***  31.997*** 
R2  0.216  0.374  0.407  0.189 
Adj. R2   0.211  0.369  0.402  0.183 
Significance levels (two-tailed): *** if p < 0.001; ** if p < 0.01; * if p < 0.05; † p < 0.1.    
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Table 4. Results for Models 2e to 2f
 
 










































































































































































F  37.369***  45.870*** 
R2  0.214  0.459 
Adj. R2   0.208  0.456 
Significance levels (two-tailed): *** if p < 0.001; ** if p < 0.01; * if p < 
0.05; † p < 0.1.  
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q = 0.2 
Coefficient 
(Std. Error) 
q = 0.4 
Coefficient 
(Std. Error) 
q = 0.5 
Coefficient 
(Std. Error) 
q = 0.6 
Coefficient 
(Std. Error) 























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































F / R2 / Adj. R2      1619.493*** / 0.282 / 0.270 
Significance levels (two-tailed): *** if p < 0.001; ** if p < 0.01; * if p < 0.05; † p < 0.1.  
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Quantile Regression Results 
Finally, we document the impact of the central variables in different parts of the sales distribution (Model 
3). Our previous observations are supported by the quantile regression results. The QR estimates demon-
strate how the variables influence performance across the distribution of product sales. For example, an 
author’s background in academia, along with a good reputation, U.S. American cultural background and 
medium age, together with a top publisher, the provision of a reading excerpt, high visibility at Amazon 
(i.e. many automatic recommendations), and high WOM (i.e. many reviews – particularly, many five star 
reviews –, and presence in consumer discussion forums), boost a product’s chances for reaching a top 
selling position. That means, e-retailers that place particular emphasis on featuring this information will 
likely drive sales towards top-sellers, in line with predictions made by superstar theory. In addition to the-
se factors, a male author, the book’s price, and top-reviewers’ comments have an effect on sales only for 
those products that do not make it in the top selling category. A background in academia, a top publisher, 
the provision of a reading excerpt, many recommendations and WOM in terms of many reviews, all have 
an increasingly positive effect on sales across the distribution. Authors with a background in politics stand 
good chances for reaching a medium sales performance, whereas an industry background decreases sales 
prospects throughout the distribution. Low-performing products benefit from paperback format, low 
price, and being reviewed by a top-reviewer; products that sell top do not experience any of these effects. 
That is, e-retailers that place particular emphasis on distributing information on the aforementioned fac-
tors (paperback, low price, top-reviewer opinion) could attract additional sales in the niche, in line with 
long tail theory. 
Thereby, our results show that the different information practices vary in their effectiveness across best-
seller and niche products. That is, some support sales of popular products particularly well; others may 
instead enhance niche sales. Some boost both popular products’ and niche sales.4 As a theoretical contri-
bution, this finding is interesting, as it documents that neither theory provides the sole explanation of 
consumer behavior in response to search cost reductions, but instead it emphasizes the need to integrate 
and reconcile both long tail and superstar theories to explain the effects of search cost reductions. 
Interaction Effects 
As the overall negative effect of the price variable was counter our hypothesis – we suggested that con-
sumer follow the logic of “Quality has its price” –, and as social influence affects sales particularly strong-
ly, we further investigated interaction effects among price and social influence as well as brand character-
istics. For the analysis, we focus on the most prominent brand variables: authors’ professional back-
grounds. We find that backgrounds strongly interact with price and social features. In fact, whereas high 
prices decrease performance substantially for works of professional writers, they are much less harmful 
for sales if authors are from academia, industry, or politics. A high number of recommendations, reviews, 
and five star reviews are particularly beneficial for sales performance if the author is in academia, still 
very helpful for authors in politics, and somewhat less helpful for authors from the industry. In fact, the 
disadvantages in consumer reception of industry-affiliated authors become more pronounced when con-
sidering the impact of consumer discussion and top-reviewers: Although product performance benefits 
particularly from discussions and top-reviewers’ comments if authors are from academia or politics, dis-
cussions do not significantly enhance performance for industry specialists, and in fact the (slight but) pos-
itive influence on performance induced by a top-reviewer’s attention is even lower for industry people 
than for professional authors. 
Taken together, we observe that the brand’s (authors’ socio-demographic) characteristics are much more 
important for the formation of consumer preferences than the product characteristics (in terms of signifi-
cant standardized coefficient values, and of overall explanatory values). We also find that the influence of 
product characteristics, although a common focus in previous research, is further dwarfed by social influ-
ence provided by the retailer. Some of the brand characteristics lose importance in face of social influence 
as well, but the effect of social influence on sales is not independent from the brand characteristics, as the 
                                                             
4 The fact that moderately-popular books hardly benefit from the studied information practices might be explained as 
follows: consumers who currently do not like buying popular products search for less-known alternatives. However, 
search costs that remain relatively high make them settle on some moderately hard-to-find product. As the use of 
adequate communication practices increases, further search becomes more attractive so that a “perfect fit” niche 
product is chosen instead of a moderately-popular “compromise” product. 
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interaction effects show. In sum, our results on how consumer demand settles on experience goods in 
terms of expertise according to a variety of purchase criteria support Samuel Butler’s saying, “The public 
do not know enough to be experts, yet enough to decide among them” (McCloskey 1990).  
Discussion and Conclusion 
Experts and publishers need to design their book projects and allocate their budgets toward the most rel-
evant drivers of demand. We show how consumers who search for experience goods in online sales situa-
tions base their purchase decisions on a variety of different criteria. Foremost, we find that individuals 
strive to reduce the risk of buying inadequate goods by relying on brand characteristics and social influ-
ence. For expertise books, alleged author competence makes most observable product characteristics – 
price, cover, format, etc. – irrelevant. Consumers judge books primarily based on socio-demographic 
characteristics of the author; particularly, they prefer works by authors that have received some kind of 
public “legitimacy”, be it via being appointed as faculty or for public office. Compared with academic and 
political experts, and even with professional writers, consumers object works by industry-affiliated au-
thors. Possibly, media reports on alleged “management mistakes” or the destructiveness of “corporate 
raiders” have curbed trust in practitioners lately. 
It is also interesting to note that the – overall, negative – effect of book price on sales is mitigated by 
brand characteristics (in terms of author backgrounds). Apparently, consumers appear to interpret price 
as a “there is no free lunch” concept: high prices exhibit some potential to signal product quality. Simply 
put, there is no market for “discount knowledge” for experts in management science.   
Besides, like in markets for hedonic consumption that serve the accumulation of consumption capital 
(“the more you know, the more you enjoy”; Adler 1985), consumers value the “wisdom of crowds” and 
strongly follow others’ lead when making buying decisions. Apparently, decisions are often taken on the 
basis of WOM – on other consumers’ review opinions and discussion entries. From the consumer’s per-
spective, although buying what others bought does not make the acquired product – in this case, expertise 
– at all exclusive, there seems to be a strong belief that following others’ lead at least insures against mak-
ing bad choices. In a nutshell, consumers trust perceptions and public opinions more than any product-
related observations.5 
Accordingly, on the downside for e-retailers, user-generated content is an information source that com-
petes with retailer-provided content, potentially reducing the retailers’ ability to influence consumers via 
traditional marketing and advertising channels. However, the upside is that user-content provision is 
comparatively cost-efficient, as user-generated content requires less input and maintenance than retailer-
provided content. Whereas the presentation of brand- and product-related content is completely con-
trolled by the retailer, supporting users in generating eWOM that is not only informative, but also benefits 
products sales in the different segments of the sales distribution, needs to be encouraged and incentivized. 
Incentivizing can turn out difficult as reviewers may have very different motivations to spread eWOM 
(e.g., venting negative feelings, providing social benefits, gaining publicity). Accordingly, mechanisms that 
incentivize WOM will need experimenting and fine-tuning over time. Such mechanisms could include, for 
example, offering chances of winning coupons for other books or products or through granting user-voted 
“most helpful reviewer of the month” labels, so that reviewers may gain some personal popularity. 
As e-retailers have to make strategic choices about what information to provide on brands and products, 
along with using recently enabled information strategies based on social influence, our results provide 
some angles that could help select, combine and focus practices. A simple recommendation based on our 
findings would be that retailers should structure their information provision according to the different 
segments of the sales distribution where each type – brand characteristics, product characteristics, and 
social influence – has the most appeal, as the empirical evidence shows that the effectiveness of these 
practices differs across bestsellers, slow sellers and the other segments. The latter finding would also sur-
                                                             
5 Moreover, perceived good scarcity affects purchase decisions – if a book goes out of stock, consumers are keener on 
buying than if it had ample supply. In sum, the search for rational advice seems driven by somewhat irrational selec-
tion behavior – pointedly, consumers trust perception rather than facts, display lemming mentality in following oth-
ers’ lead, and “panic buy” on perceived scarcity. Here, Stigler’s (1980) hypothesis that “we live in a world of reasona-
bly well-informed people acting intelligently in pursuit of their self-interests” may not apply directly. 
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prise those who believe that search cost reductions exert a positive effect foremost on either only bestsell-
ers (superstar theory) versus only niche products (long tail theory); rather, QR coefficients indicate that 
effects are mixed and are often supporting either the head or the tail, or even both, at the expense of the 
distribution’s middle. 
Regarding assortment strategies, one question remains: Will enhanced communication practices in online 
retailing change the economics of experience good markets? On the supply side, online markets feature 
nearly unlimited shelf space, so the opportunity costs of listing niche products converge to zero 
(Brynjolfsson et al. 2003). E-retailing also allows aggregating geographically dispersed demand, which 
increases the sales volume of slow sellers compared with sales attempts through conventional channels. 
However, our results on effects of information practices in the upper segments indicate a likelihood that 
ultimately, popular goods remain in the focus of consumer interest and a paradigm change, customers 
turning away from mainstream products towards niche products, will not occur. Rather, consumers will 
be attracted to firms that offer a large selection of niche (and popular) products, and provide adequate IT-
enabled surfaces that help discover and evaluate these goods. Then, niche products are an additional rev-
enue source that allows retailers gain an advantage over their brick-and-mortar counterparts (Brynjolfs-
son et al. 2010) as well as over other e-retailors using less refined information practices. 
The availability of electronic data containing information about social exchange and linkages between 
products provides an unprecedented microscopic view of interdependencies of commercial and social in-
teractions (Oestreicher-Singer and Sundararajan 2012). As regards limitations of our approach, we do not 
study effects of e-retailers developing abilities to provide personalized information (Weathers 2007), as 
the product, not the consumer is the main data source. Besides, the insignificance of some variables may 
come from the fact that e.g., “being German” or “being male” is very prevalent in the data set, so this is 
rather a “standard” category than a mark of distinction. These issues could be explored in other settings. 
Further research could also focus on whether the sequence of information provision has an effect on 
choices, and could explore how e-retailers can counter price-competition risks resulting from lower search 
and switching costs by differentiating via the “right” combination of assortment and information strate-
gies. 
Purchase Decisions in E-Commerce 
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